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This study examined whether providing preschool children with simple groundrules 
(the importance of being complete, saying „I don‟t know‟, correcting the interviewer and not 
guessing) would reduce false details in their recall of a staged event. Forty-nine preschool 
children participated in an event that consisted of two activities. One or two days later they 
were given a biasing interview that included false suggestions about one of the experienced 
activities as well as a non-experienced activity. For the other activity, no suggestions were 
made. Eight, 15, and 22 days after the event, the children were required to recall all three 
activities in their own words. Immediately prior to their recall, half of the children were 
provided with the groundrules while the remaining children were not. The children in the 
control group also participated in a fifth interview in which they received the groundrule 
instructions. The results revealed that the provision of the groundrules had negligible impact 
on the accuracy of information provided irrespective of the context or order of the interview or 
the activity being recalled. The implications of these results are discussed and suggestions for 
future research are offered. 
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Do simple „groundrules‟ reduce preschoolers‟ suggestibility about experienced and 
non-experienced events? 
With increasing numbers of children participating in the legal system (Shrimpton, 
Oates & Hayes, 1996) it is becoming more imperative that investigative (and evidential) 
interviewers learn and utilise the most effective techniques available for eliciting accurate and 
detailed evidence from children. While it is well established that children as young as three 
years can provide accurate information about events, their reports are often incomplete.  Also, 
relative to adults, children are more likely to incorporate false information into their accounts 
(information acquired from other sources and information that has been fabricated by the 
child). The likelihood of eliciting false information is heightened with very young children 
i.e., those aged three to six years (see Ceci & Bruck, 1993 for review). 
One strategy currently used by investigative interviewers to minimise errors in 
children‟s accounts is to make the rules of conversation explicit to the child prior to eliciting 
the child‟s account of the event (Poole & Lamb, 1998; Wilson & Powell, 2001). Because 
children rarely partake in forensic interviews and because the conversational rules of these 
interviews are very different to those interviews conducted by parents and school teachers, 
children are not likely to understand the intent or purpose of the questions without being 
explicitly taught them (Siegal, 1991). In an investigative interview, the child needs to be as 
accurate as possible. However, in the home and school setting, it is often acceptable to guess or 
make up a response to a question when the answer is not known. Indeed, the teacher usually 
knows the answer to questions and errors can be useful in helping the teacher to diagnose the 
source of any learning problems. The implication is that children‟s suggestibility in an 
investigative interview may be partly due to misunderstandings about the interview process. 
The purpose of research in relation to the effect of groundrules is to determine whether such 
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misunderstandings can be prevented (and subsequent errors reduced) by verbally instructing 
the child of the important conversational rules. While many different groundrules are used in 
forensic interviews, the majority are aimed at reducing the children‟s tendency to acquiesce to 
false suggestions and to fabricate information. These groundrules are presented in Table 1.  
Despite the presence of groundrules in most modern „best-practice‟ interview 
protocols, only a few studies have demonstrated their effectiveness in reducing errors. Most of 
the studies that have demonstrated the effectiveness of groundrules have typically employed 
intensive and multi-faceted training packages. One of the downsides of intensive training is 
that it can lead to a reduction in correct responses as well as incorrect responses (Gee, Gregory 
& Pipe, 1999; Nesbitt & Markham, 1999). For example, Saywitz and Moan-Hardie (1994) 
conducted a study whereby 7-year-old children listened to a story about a child who 
acquiesced to an interviewer‟s false suggestion.  The negative consequences of acquiescing 
were highlighted by the story and the character learned about the benefits of telling the truth.  
After discussing reasons why they might be compelled to falsely acquiesce to an interviewer‟s 
suggestion, the children were taught alternative response strategies which included (a) 
mentally replaying the event, (b) thinking before answering, (c) answering only if the answer 
is known, and (d) responding, „I don‟t know‟ when appropriate.  The children were then given 
the opportunity to practice these new strategies and they were provided with feedback to 
reinforce their appropriate use. The results revealed that the groundrule instructions 
(compared to motivating instructions i.e., „try your best‟) were successful in increasing the 
number of „I don‟t know‟ responses, and reducing the children‟s likelihood of acquiescing to 
misleading yes-no questions.  However, when non-misleading questions were asked, the 
children who were given the groundrules gave fewer correct responses than the control group.  
In other words, emphasising the importance of being accurate through extensive training led 
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the children to say  „I don‟t know‟ to questions that they might otherwise have answered 
correctly.   
A reduction in correct as well as incorrect responses has been replicated in several 
studies to date involving groundrule training packages with children. In particular, this finding 
has been demonstrated with groups of three to five year olds (Nesbitt & Markham, 1999), 
seven year olds (Saywitz & Moan-Hardie, 1994), and nine to thirteen year olds (Gee et al., 
1999).  In two of the above-mentioned studies (i.e., Gee et al., 1999; Saywitz & Moan-Hardie, 
1994), when the training procedure was slightly modified to place more emphasis on 
answering questions and less emphasis on admitting a lack of knowledge, the modified 
procedure did decrease errors without reducing the number of correct responses. However, 
one remaining concern with these studies is that extensive training in groundrules does not 
mimic the type of instruction that is typically given in the field. Investigative and evidential 
interviewers rarely adopt such extensive instructions due in part to limited training and time 
pressures during the interview. Indeed, none of the prominent investigative interview 
protocols for children (e.g., the Stepwise interview, the Memorandum of Good Practice) 
provide such detailed instructions. Given this, it would seem important to explore the 
boundaries in which the use of simple groundrule instructions (similar to those currently 
recommended in interviewer training packages) can be effectively used.  
One particular context in which groundrules need to be further explored is in relation 
to children‟s recall of non-experienced events. To date, researchers have typically adopted a 
paradigm where children are exposed to a staged event in their school, are subsequently 
presented with errant details about the event and are then asked to recall what happened. The 
issue of whether groundrules can reduce children‟s false reports about non-experienced (i.e., 
false) events, and how they do so, has received little attention among researchers despite its 
6 
  
implications for the legal setting. Sometimes debates arise in court as to whether an allegation 
of abuse by a child occurred at all. For example, a lawyer may claim that a child had been 
coached or coerced by a parent into providing an entirely false account of abuse (Gardner, 
1992). An understanding of the impact of groundrules in this context is obviously important 
for a comprehensive examination of their usefulness.  
In addition, research is warranted that examines the impact of groundrules with 
relatively young age groups and across multiple interviews. Only one study to date (Nesbitt & 
Markham, 1999) has specifically examined the usefulness of groundrules with preschool 
samples even though these children are clearly the most suggestible age group (Ceci & Bruck, 
1993). Further, most of the research has demonstrated the use of groundrules in a single 
interview. In contrast, children who partake in investigative interviews are usually interviewed 
on multiple occasions e.g., by teachers, parents, social workers, police, lawyers and judges 
(McGough, 1994). Because the pressure on young children to assent to a non-experienced 
event dramatically increases after one or two interviews (Bruck, Ceci & Hembrooke, in press, 
Ceci, Loftus, Leichtman & Bruck, 1994; Powell, Jones & Campbell, in press), it is likely that 
the beneficial effect of groundrules (if any) would decrease substantially with subsequent 
questioning.  
The aim of the current study was to extend the previous findings in relation to the 
effect of groundrules on children‟s suggestibility while addressing the above-mentioned 
methodological concerns. Specifically, the current study focused on the usefulness of four 
simple groundrules with a preschool sample; the importance of being complete, saying „I 
don‟t know‟, correcting the interviewer and not guessing or making things up. The effect of 
these simple instructions (without demonstration or practice) was examined on the children‟s 
recall and suggestibility when recalling both experienced and non-experienced events. 
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Further, the effect of the groundrule instructions was examined across three separate 
interviews (each of which included the groundrule instructions), as well as in a fourth 
interview where no prior groundrules had previously been provided.  
Overall it was expected that if the provision of the groundrules had any beneficial 
effect on the number of errors the preschoolers reported about the activities, this effect would 
reduce as the number of interviews (and subsequent pressure to acquiesce to false interviewer 
suggestions) progressed. Further, if the groundrule instructions were introduced after several 
suggestive interviews, they were expected to have little beneficial effect. Finally, if there was 
a beneficial effect of providing groundrules on the number of errors reported by the children, 
it was expected to result in a reduction of correct responses about the two true activities. This 
was because the emphasis of the instruction was on avoiding errors. 
Method 
Design 
 Children from both high and low socio-economic backgrounds participated in an event 
that consisted of two activities. Either one or two days after the event, the children were given 
a biasing interview that included false information about one of the two experienced activities 
(hereby referred to as the true-biased activity), and an activity they had not experienced in the 
event (hereby referred to as the false activity). For the remaining experienced activity (hereby 
referred to as the true-unbiased activity), no information was provided in the biasing 
interview. Approximately 8, 15 and 22 days after the activities were presented, the children 
were encouraged to recall in their own words what happened in each of the activities in 
response to cued recall and specific questions. Prior to recall of the activities, half of the 
children were provided with the relevant groundrule instructions. For the remaining children, 
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no groundrules were provided except in a fifth interview (held approximately 29 days after the 
event).  
Participants 
 Forty-nine children (15 males and 34 females) participated in the study (M age = 54.86 
months, SD = 3.75 months, age range = 47-61 months).  Children were recruited from four 
kindergartens in the Melbourne metropolitan area with an equal number of children 
representing high versus low socio-economic backgrounds
1
. All children who were granted 
parental consent to participate were included in the study provided they had no significant 
language or learning difficulties (as determined by the regular teacher). 
Materials 
 Each activity consisted of 10 critical items that were administered in the same 
temporal order.  Table 2 presents the three activities and the critical items that were associated 
with each activity. Version A represents the experienced items and Version B represents the 
suggested items. To control for item effects, the activities that represented the true-unbiased, 
true-biased and false activities varied among the children. Three possible combinations of the 
activities were created and an equal number of children were assigned to each combination. 
Therefore, any difference in memory performance across the activities (true-unbiased, true-
biased and false) cannot be attributed to differences in the characteristics or saliency of items 
that made up the activity and the order in which they were presented. The order in which the 
activities were probed during the interviews was also counterbalanced among the children.
                                                 
1
 It was considered important to determine whether the effect of groundrules generalise across the two socio-
economic (SES) groups because prior research has shown that suggestibility is positively related to socio-
economic status over and above the effects of age and IQ (McFarlane, Powell & Dudgeon, in press). The high 
SES children were recruited from a kindergarten that demanded very high fees and was attached to a reputable 
private elementary school. The low SES children were recruited from kindergartens in relatively disadvantages 
areas according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
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      ________________ 
   Insert Table 2 here 
     ________________ 
Procedure 
The event. The event (referred to as the „Deakin Activities‟) was administered by a 
research assistant in the children‟s classroom with the assistance of the regular teacher. The 
event took approximately 25 minutes to administer and consisted of two of the three scripted 
activities listed in Table 2, assigned in accordance with the counterbalancing procedure 
described earlier. Possible activities included hearing a story about an elephant, interacting 
with a koala puppet and selecting a surprise sticker. While these are not unusual activities for 
preschoolers, the materials and scripts were developed solely for this research and hence the 
children would not have had contact with them before. Teachers were instructed not to discuss 
the activities or to inform the children that they would later be interviewed about the activities. 
The biasing interview. Either one or two days after the event, all children individually 
attended a biasing interview held in their school. The purpose of this interview was to present 
false information about two of the activities. Seventeen questions were asked in the same 
order for each child. Ten of the questions related to the true-biased activity. Half of these 
questions suggested false details about the activity and half suggested true details. For 
example, if the child had met Boo the koala in the event, the corresponding false suggestion 
would have been “I heard you met a koala in the Deakin activities. Tell me what Kip the koala 
looked like?” A corresponding true suggestion would have been “Tell me what Boo the koala 
looked like?” Presuppositional questions of this nature have successfully been used to show 
reliable suggestibility effects using a similar event (e.g., Powell et al., 1999). For half of each 
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of the subgroups, the true suggestions were the even numbered items in Table 2, whereas for 
the other half, the true suggestions were the odd numbered items. 
The remaining seven questions corresponded to the false (non-experienced) activity. 
Five of these questions suggested false details about the activity. For example, if the false 
activity was the elephant story, the children may have been asked, “I heard the elephant got 
married in a hot air balloon. That‟s a funny place to get married. Did any of his friends come 
to the wedding?” The remaining two of the questions were general questions about the event 
(i.e., “Where did you sit when you did the Deakin Activities?” and “What did Lisa bring with 
her that she stuck up on the wall?). These two filler questions were interspersed among the 
other five misleading questions so that the children could answer both true and false questions 
in association with the false activity. 
The memory interviews.  Approximately 8, 15 and 22 days after the event, each child 
individually attended interviews that were designed to assess the impact of the biasing 
interview on their memory. Each interview took approximately 10-15 minutes and was 
conducted by the same person who administered the biasing interview (who was different to 
the person who conducted the event). The interviewer introduced this interview by saying 
“I‟ve come here today to find out what happened in the Deakin Activities.  I don‟t know what 
happened because I wasn‟t there.” 2 
Half of the children (the experimental group) were given a set of instructions stating 
the conversational rules (groundrules) that they were expected to follow during the interview; 
“Tell me everything that happened in the Deakin Activities. If you can‟t remember 
something that‟s okay, just say „I don‟t know‟ or „I don‟t remember‟.  If you do 
                                                 
2 For the interviews held 15 and 22 days after the event, the interviewer said “I‟m come here again to hear what 
happened in the Deakin Activities. I don‟t know what happened in the Deakin Activities because I wasn‟t there. I 
want to find out if there‟s anything else you can remember about them” 
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remember something, it‟s important that you tell me.  Also, it‟s okay to tell me if I say 
something that isn‟t true, but please don‟t guess. Tell me only what you really 
remember.  It‟s very important to only talk about things that really happened.”  
The other half of the children (the control group) were merely told, “I don‟t know what 
happened in the Deakin Activities because I wasn‟t there.”  
Next, the interviewer said, “I heard you did three things in the Deakin Activities.  You 
met the special friend the koala puppet, you got a surprise sticker and you got a story about the 
elephant that wanted to get married.”  The children were subsequently asked to describe in 
their own words everything they could remember about each activity from the very beginning 
(cued-recall). General prompts were used such as “What else happened?”, “What happened 
next?” In addition, suggestive techniques were used as encouragers. These included peer 
conformity (e.g., "Some other children told me that you met the special friend the koala."), 
positive reinforcement (e.g., "You're doing so well at answering my questions."), negative 
reinforcement (e.g., "That's a shame you can't remember, because I really need to know what 
happened."), and appeal (e.g., "I really need your help answering these questions"). 
Irrespective of whether or not the child assented to the activity in response to the cued-recall 
questions, all children were subsequently asked a series of 15 specific questions; five 
questions about each activity (true-unbiased, true-biased and false). For each of the 15 specific 
questions, the children were required to recall the experienced target items associated with 
each activity (if any) that are listed in Table 2.  Examples of these questions include, “Where 
did the elephant get married?” and “Where does the koala puppet sleep?”  For the true-biased 
and false events, these questions related to details that had been falsely biased.  
Additional interview for control group. The children in the control group participated 
in a fourth memory interview conducted by an unfamiliar person approximately 29 days after 
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the Deakin Activities. This interview followed the same format as the memory interviews for 
the experimental group.  
Coding 
The children‟s responses were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim for coding. First, 
in each memory interview it was determined whether or not children had assented to each of 
the activities.  A child was judged to have assented if (s)he provided information about the 
activity in response to the cued-recall questions as if it had happened.  If the child did not 
assent, then no further coding was needed for that activity. 
If the child assented to the activity, each detail provided in response to the cued-recall 
and specific questions
3
 was coded as correct, incorrect or „don‟t know‟.  This was the case in 
all the memory interviews except that in the second and third memory interviews, it was also 
noted whether the information provided was repeated or new. Incorrect responses were 
assigned to one of the following error categories; (i) suggestion when the child reported 
incorrect information that had been suggested by the interviewer,  (ii) fabrication when the 
child reported a detail that was not provided by the interviewer nor included in any of the 
activities (e.g., reporting that the koala puppet drove a car), and (iii) confusion when the child 
confused aspects from across the activities (e.g., reporting that the koala puppet was named 
Peter when in fact the elephant was named Peter).   
One researcher coded all transcripts and a second researcher who was not otherwise 
involved in the study coded 10% of these. Interrater reliability calculated as agreements/ 
(agreements + disagreements) was 100 % for assents, 89% for the cued-recall questions and 
96% for the specific questions. Discrepancies were resolved and the codes assigned by the 
principal coder were used in all analyses.  
                                                 
3 The specific questions were coded regardless of the children‟s response to the cued-recall questions. 
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Results 
As the focus of this study is the effect of the groundrule instructions, the comparisons 
of interest are those between the experimental and control group and whether any differences 
between these groups vary as a function of the activities and interviews. Differences in 
responses across the activities and interviews per se are examined in more detail in Powell, 
Jones and Campbell (in press). Initially, all analyses were performed with socio-economic 
status (SES) as a between-subjects factor.  There were no significant effects of SES. 
Therefore, for ease of presentation, all subsequent analyses were collapsed across this factor.   
Assent Rates 
 Table 3 displays the percentage of children who assented to each activity across the 
three memory interviews. Although the actual values for the groundrule condition were 
generally lower than those for the control condition, a series of chi square analyses revealed 
no significant differences in assent rates between the experimental and control groups for each 
of the activities, and at each memory interview (χ2 = 0.01-2.54). 
                ________________ 
Insert Table 3 here 
    ________________ 
Accuracy of Responses 
Table 4 provides the mean number of correct, incorrect, and „don‟t know‟ responses as 
well as the proportion of accurate responses to cued-recall and specific questions. Accuracy 
was calculated as the number of correct responses divided by the sum of correct and incorrect 
responses.  For each question type, the following analyses were performed. First, a series of 3 
(activity; true-unbiased, true-biased, false) x 2 (groundrules; groundrule instruction vs. no 
groundrule instruction) x 3 (memory interview; first, second, third) analyses of variance 
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(ANOVAs) were performed on the number of incorrect, and “don‟t know” responses. Second, 
a 2(activity; true-unbiased, true-biased) x 3 (memory interview) ANOVA was performed on 
the proportion of accurate responses. For all the analyses, there was no effect of groundrules, 
F‟s = 0.01 to 3.19. Further, there were no interactions involving groundrules and interview, 
F‟s = 0.07 to 0.90, and groundrules and activity type, F‟s = 0.21 to 1.12. It is important to note 
that these results were not specific to the type of information reported: All analyses were also 
performed separately on the number of new versus repeated details. As above, there were no 
effects involving groundrule instruction.  
_______________ 
Insert Table 4 here 
_______________ 
The types of errors reported 
Table 5 displays the number of errors reported according to each activity and question 
type. A series of 3 (activity; true-unbiased, true-biased, false) x 2 (groundrules; groundrule vs. 
no groundrule instruction) x 3 (memory interview; first, second, third) ANOVAs were 
performed on the number of fabrication errors and confusions for each question type. Further, 
a series of 2 (activity; true-biased, false) x 2 (groundrules) x 3 (memory interview) ANOVAs 
were performed on the number of times the child repeated a false interviewer suggestion. All 
analyses revealed no effects involving groundrules F‟s = 0.01 to 2.41, and no interactions 
involving this factor and either interview or activity, F‟s = 0.05 to 2.73.   
            
     _______________ 
Insert Table 5 here 
 _______________ 
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The effect of introducing groundrules in a fourth memory interview 
Table 6 displays the number of correct, incorrect and „don‟t know‟ responses reported 
by the control group during the third (no groundrules) and fourth (groundrules) memory 
interviews. For each type of response and question-type, a series of paired samples t-tests 
were conducted to compare the number of details reported across these two interviews. The 
results revealed no significant effects for the correct (t‟s = 0.15 to 1.16), incorrect (t‟s = 0.70 - 
1.91) and „don‟t know‟ (t‟s = 0.21 to –1.75) responses.  
________________ 
Insert Table 6 here 
________________ 
Discussion 
This study examined whether explicitly instructing preschool children to be complete, 
to say „I don‟t know‟ and not to guess responses could reduce false details in their reports of a 
staged event in response to cued-recall and specific questions. Taken together, these 
groundrules were not effective in reducing the children‟s suggestibility. Indeed, they had no 
effect on the number of correct or incorrect details children reported irrespective of the child‟s 
socio-economic status, the number of prior interviews the child had participated in, the nature 
of the event being recalled, the question type or the nature of the errors measured. Further, the 
groundrules had no effect on the children‟s reports irrespective of whether they occurred after 
one or repeated suggestive interviews and irrespective of whether they had been incorporated 
in earlier interviews.  
While this was the first study to examine the effect of groundrules while manipulating 
the nature of the to-be-recalled event and the number of prior interviews, it is not the first 
study to explore the specific benefit of groundrules with preschoolers. In contrast to the 
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current study, Nesbitt and Markham (1999) showed that instructing preschoolers to say „I 
don‟t know‟ successfully reduced the number of false responses to misleading yes/no 
questions. While there are numerous differences between Nesbitt and Markham‟s and our 
designs, we propose that two particular procedural differences could account for the 
discrepant results. First, Nesbitt and Markham‟s study involved elaborate training across 
multiple sessions. Instruction in how to say „I don‟t know‟ was modeled using a puppet to 
play the part of the child and the puppet was reinforced for stating that he did not know the 
answer to the questions. The negative consequences for other people when incorrect 
information was given were also stressed.  In contrast, the children in our study merely had a 
simple verbal instruction (consisting of a few sentences) immediately prior to their recall of 
the staged event. It is possible that without elaborate training and modeling, children of this 
age group do not have the ability to make changes to their behaviour during interviews.  
The second important difference between the current study and Nesbitt and 
Markham‟s (1999) study was that our study used a more potent suggestibility paradigm. 
Nesbitt and Markham adopted a standard misinformation paradigm whereby children viewed 
a short film, were given details about the film (some of which had not been presented), and 
were then asked a series of misleading and non-misleading yes/no questions about the film. In 
contrast, this study adopted a combination of potent suggestive techniques, including three of 
the most highly suggestive techniques identified in previous research. These include repeated 
misinformation (by the same interviewer) across multiple interviews, peer comformity and the 
use of presupposition questions where the interviewer assumed that false information 
presented actually occurred in the event (see Ceci & Bruck, 1993). In our study, therefore, the 
intense forms of suggestion adopted may have outweighed any beneficial effect of the 
groundrule instruction. 
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What implications can be drawn from these results? The current findings have 
important implications for investigative interviewers of children because the groundrule 
instructions in this study were modeled on the instructions provided in prominent investigative 
interview protocols and training courses (see Poole & Lamb, 1998). The fact that these 
instructions were not effective reiterates that the onus must always be on interviewers to 
reduce errors by avoiding suggestive or leading questions: The use of groundrules cannot be 
expected to inoculate young children from suggestion. While it could be argued that most 
investigative interviewers would not be as leading and suggestive as the interviewer in this 
study, the findings are not inconsistent with those studies using standard suggestibility 
paradigms that have relied on simple groundrule instructions with older children i.e., six years 
and over (Moston, 1987; Saywitz & Snyeder, 1996).  
Taken together, the findings of this and previous work highlight the need for further 
research to isolate the precise conditions in which young children‟s suggestibility can be 
minimised through the use of groundrule instructions. The fact that Nesbitt and Markham 
(1999) found that errors could be reduced in preschooler‟s reports through the use of 
groundrules implies that the ineffectiveness of groundrules in this study is not due to the 
children‟s inability to understand the meaning of the instructions or to an inability to alter their 
behaviour per se.  Obviously, the goal of research into groundrules cannot be to eliminate all 
error in the children‟s accounts. In many cases, errors occur as a result of cognitive 
mechanisms (e.g., confusing the event with another event, confusing the source of false 
suggested information) and they may therefore be reported with a high degree of confidence. 
However, an interviewer may not always want to minimise the number of incorrect responses 
in the child‟s account. Because the use of more extensive groundrule instructions can lead to a 
decrease in correct responses, it may be that the degree of instruction needs to be altered to 
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suit the purpose and nature of the interview. In relation to the investigative interview, the 
potential benefits of obtaining more correct details may in some cases outweigh the 
disadvantages of increased errors. The larger number of correct details obtained from the child 
gives the investigator greater opportunity to follow leads and obtain additional evidence that 
may be used to corroborate the child's evidence. It may be important, therefore, for future 
researchers to define how groundrule instructions should best be tailored to various types of 
interview contexts. It is unlikely that one technique would be ideal in all circumstances. 
In conclusion, this study showed no benefit of using a combination of simple 
groundrule instructions on preschoolers‟ recall of a staged event. Further research is needed to 
ascertain whether more elaborate instructions (incorporating practice and feedback) could 
reduce children‟s errors using this suggestibility paradigm, and alternatively, whether the 
current simple groundrule instructions could reduce children‟s suggestibility using a less 
potent suggestibility paradigm. It may be that simple groundrule instructions are always going 
to be ineffective with preschoolers. In light of the time pressures on interviewers and concerns 
about the effectiveness of investigative interviewer training procedures (Powell, 2002), it 
would seem crucial to clarify this issue.  
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Table 1. 
 Some important groundrules in the investigative interview. 
 
Groundrule Elaboration 
If I misunderstand something you say, or 
I say something that isn‟t true, please tell 
me.  
It needs to be stressed to the child that the 
interviewer does not know what has 
happened and that if the interviewer says 
something that is wrong, the child has the 
right to correct him or her. 
I was not there when it happened. So tell 
me everything you can remember. 
Children often think that adults already 
know the answers to their questions. 
Further, they may not know what level of 
detail required so it may be useful to 
explicitly state that they should report 
everything.  
If you do not understand something I say, 
please tell me and I will try to say it using 
different words. 
Sometimes a child will tell an interviewer 
that he does not know the answer to a 
question, when in fact, he does not 
understand the question.  
It's OK to say „I don't know‟ or „I don't 
remember‟. 
Children may be reluctant to use this 
response without explicit permission. 
Please do not guess or make anything up. 
Just tell me what you really remember. 
It‟s important to only talk about things 
that really happened.   
  
This reminds the child the importance of 
speaking the truth. 
 
Adapted from Wilson & Powell (2001). 
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Table 2 
Full set of activities and associated target items for the event 
 
        Version of items 
Event  Item A B 
     
Puppet 1 Name of the koala puppet Boo Kip 
 2 How RA brought him to kinder Box Handbag 
 3 Where RA met the koala Park Shop 
 4 Where the koala sleeps Under the bed Dog kennel 
 5 Age of the koala One year Four years 
 6 Koala‟s best friend Kookaburra Kangaroo 
 7 Why the koala was sick Broken arm Cold 
 8 How koala kept warm Jumper Newspaper 
 9 Koala‟s dinner Soup Spaghetti 
 10 Purpose of koala‟s stick To cook To dig for worms 
     
Sticker 1 Container for stickers Lunchbox Jar 
 2 Colour of stickers Yellow Blue 
 3 Picture of sticker Star Dolphin 
 4 RA‟s surprise Scarf Gloves 
 5 Colour of RA‟s surprise Red Green 
 6 Where the stickers were hidden Cupboard Bookshelf 
 7 Exercise while waiting for sticker Jump 10 times Clap 10 times 
 8 Child who helped find stickers Child A Child B 
 9 Where stickers were placed Child‟s chest Child‟s hand 
 10 Person to receive leftover stickers Brother Steve Sister Sarah 
     
Story 1 Name of the elephant Peter John 
 2 Elephant lives Jungle Zoo 
 3 Animal the elephant marries Hippopotamus Giraffe 
 4 Where they marry Hot air balloon Pool 
 5 What job he couldn‟t get  Hairdresser Supermarket 
 6 What job he gets Fireman Astronaut 
 7 Where the story came from Rubbish bin Friend for birthday 
 8 Where the elephant went on holiday Disneyland Olympics 
 9 How the pictures were held up Books Sticks 
 10 Who held the pictures up Child A  Child B 
23 
  
Table 3  
Number and frequency of children who assented to each activity across the interviews 
 
Activity Memory Interview 
 First Second Third 
True-Unbiased    
      Groundrules 19 (79%) 18 (75%) 18 (75%) 
      Control 19 (76%) 21 (84%) 20 (80%) 
True-Biased    
      Groundrules 18 (75%) 19 (79%) 17 (71%) 
      Control  22 (88%) 21 (84%) 18 (72%) 
False    
      Groundrules 10 (42%) 8 (33%) 9 (38%) 
      Control  14 (56%) 14 (56%) 15 (60%) 
Note. Percentages appear in parentheses. N (groundrules) = 24, N (control) = 25. 
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Table 4 
Mean number of correct, incorrect, ‘don’t know’ responses and the proportion of accurate 
responses to cued-recall and specific questions 
 
Activity Interview 1  Interview 2  Interview 3  
 Groundrules Control Groundrules Control Groundrules Control 
Cued-recall Questions 
True-unbiased       
Correct 6.17  (7.11) 6.36  (7.02) 5.67  (7.28) 4.44  (4.73) 6.13  (8.07) 5.08  (5.54) 
Incorrect 2.25  (3.39) 1.28  (2.30) 1.88  (3.52) 2.00  (3.98) 1.58  (2.73) 2.52  (4.43) 
Accuracy 0.56  (0.42) 0.60  (0.42) 0.56  (0.47) 0.54  (0.45) 0.59  (0.43) 0.58  (0.43) 
Don‟t Know 0.46  (0.59) 0.24  (0.60) 0.58  (1.06) 0.60  (0.96) 0.38  (0.65) 0.36  (0.49) 
True-biased       
Correct 6.67  (8.56) 5.52  (5.41) 5.83  (5.98) 5.68  (6.49) 5.29  (5.61) 5.08  (5.61) 
Incorrect 1.92  (2.87) 1.92  (3.84) 2.46  (5.83) 1.96  (3.25) 2.04  (3.68) 1.40  (3.29) 
Accuracy 0.56  (0.42) 0.77  (0.35) 0.63  (0.40) 0.54  (0.42) 0.56  (0.45) 0.54  (0.44) 
Don‟t Know 0.38  (0.50) 0.36  (0.57) 0.46  (0.66) 0.48  (0.59) 0.25  (0.44) 0.28  (0.61) 
False       
Incorrect 3.63  (6.47) 3.28  (4.34) 4.29  (7.49) 3.20  (4.68) 3.21  (5.40) 2.40  (3.00) 
Don‟t Know 0.33  (0.64) 0.20  (0.71) 0.17  (0.48) 0.24  (0.66) 0.08  (0.41) 0.24  (0.44) 
Specific Questions 
True-unbiased       
Correct 2.33  (1.43) 1.76  (1.67) 2.29  (1.49) 1.80  (1.47) 2.42  (1.59) 1.92  (1.44) 
Incorrect 1.04  (0.81) 1.84  (1.55) 1.17  (1.09) 2.08  (1.55) 1.17  (1.31) 1.92  (1.45) 
Accuracy 0.63  (0.32) 0.44  (0.40) 0.57  (0.36) 0.46  (0.35) 0.62  (0.37) 0.50  (0.36) 
Don‟t Know 1.45  (1.32) 0.88  (1.05) 1.42  (1.59) 0.88  (1.05) 1.50  (1.74) 0.76  (1.13) 
True-biased       
Correct 2.13  (1.26) 1.96  (1.14) 2.04  (1.52) 2.20  (1.12) 1.96  (1.40) 1.72  (1.06) 
Incorrect 1.42  (1.14) 2.12  (1.30) 1.50  (1.38) 1.92  (1.19) 1.42  (1.21) 1.76  (1.30) 
Accuracy 0.57  (0.32) 0.50  (0.29) 0.55  (0.39) 0.53  (0.25) 0.54  (0.35) 0.52  (0.30) 
Don‟t Know 1.21  (1.18) 0.72  (0.74) 1.29  (1.30) 0.76  (0.93) 1.50  (1.47) 0.96  (1.02) 
False       
Incorrect 2.67  (1.83) 3.04  (1.86) 2.88  (1.75) 3.08  (1.75) 2.79  (1.93) 2.96  (1.77) 
Don‟t Know 1.71  (1.68) 1.32  (1.57) 1.71  (1.73) 1.48  (1.58) 1.42  (1.74) 1.48  (1.64) 
Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.  There could be no correct responses for the false 
activity, therefore accuracy was not calculated. N (groundrules) = 24, N (control) = 25. 
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Table 5 
Mean number of errors reported across each activity and in response to each question type. 
 
Activity Interview 1  Interview 2  Interview 3  
 Groundrules Control Groundrules Control Groundrules Control 
Cued-recall questions 
True-unbiased       
Suggested - - - - - - 
Fabricated 1.00  (1.69) 0.56  (1.16) 0.96  (1.92) 0.60  (1.19) 0.83  (1.93) 1.64  (2.71) 
Confusions 1.00  (2.75) 0.36  (0.99) 0.92  (2.47) 1.40  (3.71) 0.75  (1.78) 0.88  (3.26) 
True-biased       
Suggested 0.00  (0.00) 0.00  (0.00) 0.08  (0.41) 0.00  (0.00) 0.04  (0.20) 0.04  (0.20) 
Fabricated 1.21  (2.64) 0.68  (1.68) 2.00  (5.36) 1.24  (2.33) 0.92  (1.98) 0.48  (1.08) 
Confusions 0.71  (1.43) 1.24  (3.00) 0.38  (0.92) 0.72  (2.11) 1.08  (2.38) 0.88  (3.22) 
False       
Suggested 0.71  (1.52) 1.12  (2.19) 0.71  (1.81) 1.04  (2.54) 1.17  (2.46) 0.64  (1.50) 
Fabricated 2.42  (4.65) 2.08  (3.68) 2.54  (4.99) 1.68  (2.70) 1.75  (3.70) 1.52  (3.00) 
Confusions 0.50  (1.44) 0.08  (0.40) 1.04  (3.04) 0.48  (1.23) 0.58  (2.26) 0.60  (1.44) 
Specific Questions 
True-unbiased       
Suggested - - - - - - 
Fabricated 0.42  (0.50) 1.40  (1.38) 0.79  (0.83) 1.40  (1.29) 0.71  (1.00) 1.28  (0.98) 
Confusions 0.63  (0.82) 0.44  (0.65) 0.38  (0.77) 0.68  (0.80) 0.42  (0.72) 0.60  (0.82) 
True-biased       
Suggested 0.17  (0.38) 0.36  (0.70) 0.04 (0.20) 0.32  (0.56) 0.08  (0.28) 0.24  (0.52) 
Fabricated 0.75  (0.79) 1.28  (1.06) 0.79  (1.02) 1.08  (1.00) 1.04  (1.20) 0.92  (0.91) 
Confusions 0.50  (0.72) 0.48  (0.51) 0.67  (0.76) 0.52  (0.59) 0.29  (0.46) 0.60  (0.82) 
False       
Suggested 0.79  (0.88) 0.80  (0.76) 0.71  (0.95) 0.72  (0.89) 0.67  (0.96) 0.68  (0.90) 
Fabricated 1.79  (1.47) 1.92  (1.41) 2.08  (1.41) 2.12  (1.36) 2.00  (1.53) 2.00  (1.38) 
Confusions 0.08  (0.28) 0.28  (0.54) 0.08  (0.28) 0.20  (0.41) 0.13  (0.34) 0.28  (0.54) 
Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses. N (groundrules) = 24, N (control) = 25. 
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Table 6 
Mean number of correct, incorrect and ‘don’t know’ responses to cued-recall and specific 
questions during interview 3 (no groundrules) and interview 4 (groundrules) 
 
                                                     Cued-Recall                                    Specific Questions 
Activity Interview 3 Interview 4 Interview 3 Interview 4 
True-unbiased     
          Correct 5.43  (5.66) 5.24  (5.12) 2.00  (1.48) 1.81  (1.69) 
          Incorrect 2.95  (4.72) 2.05  (3.50) 1.81  (1.50) 2.00  (1.55) 
          Don‟t know 0.38  (0.50) 0.81  (1.17) 0.76  (1.22) 0.71  (1.00) 
True-biased     
          Correct 5.57  (5.97) 6.29  (7.27) 1.76  (1.09) 1.57  (1.12) 
          Incorrect 1.62  (3.56) 1.05  (2.11) 1.81  (1.36) 1.09  (1.34) 
          Don‟t know 0.29  (0.64) 0.52  (0.68) 0.76  (0.77) 0.71  (1.01) 
False     
          Incorrect 2.52  (3.20) 4.43  (4.60) 2.76  (1.81) 2.33  (1.80) 
          Don‟t know 0.24  (0.44) 0.29  (0.64) 1.62  (1.72) 1.81  (1.89) 
Note: N=21.  Standard deviations appear in parentheses.  There could be no correct responses 
for the false activity. 
